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t is finally here: the Naxos 11-CD box
containing almost all of]ussi Bjorling's
studio recordings spanning the 40 years
from 1920 to 1960. The box has a nice design and features a drawing of Jussi by New
York artist Eugens Spiro. "The Jussi Bjorling
Collection;' begun 12 years ago, has now
been brought to its conclusion, adding three
more CDs to this extensive series: Vols. 9,
10 and 11, all three of material recorded
between 1951 and 1960.
Stefan Lindstrom and Harald Henrysson have been responsible for sound and text
on all of the 11 CDs and both earn praise
for taking good care ofBjorling's recorded
legacy. Thanks to this anthology-and other
CDs issued to commemorate the singer's
centenary-Bjorling's popularity continues undiminished into the 21 st century.
Sound engineer Stefan Lindstrom has done
something completely different with his
transfers of this Bjorling material from 78's
and vinyl to CD. To begin with, he has been
absolutely faithful to the original source,
adding very little an<l taking away very little.
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Usually sound technicians tend to remove at
least some surface noise and minor cracks,
probably thinking that this will enhance
the listening experience. Mr. Lindstrom's
ambition, I believe, has been to conserve in
the best possible way the original dynamic
quality and richness of overtones which
characterize Bjorling's voice, and to do this
he has been extremely cautious in his use of
noise reduction. There was-according to
hundreds of reviews from his own lifetime- always a ray of sunshine at the top of
Bjorling's effortlessly-produced voice which
was extremely appealing to the ear, and was
certainly never flat, dry or strained. The
sound might seem overly bright on some
of the earlier volumes of the JBC (especially
Vol. 2), and they certainly do require a really
good audio system, but they also contain
more information relative to, for instance,
any of EMI's own transfers in various
anthologies. On Naxos there is abundance
of dynamics, energy and life, thus making
the Bjorling voice truly come alive again.
Take for instance "Ideale;' "Mattinata'' and
"Ingemisco" from Vol. 8; "Ay,ay,ay" from Vol.
2; "Sommarnatt" from Vol. 7 or "Che gelida
manina'' from Vol. 4, and tell me if you have
ever heard these old studio recordings sound
more superb, vital and brilliant.
Harald Henrysson has written the
notes: Impressive work. Read the booklet
while listening and obtain a thorough insight into )B's life, career and recordings.
How big was Jussi Bjorling's voice? I often hear that question from people who are
curious to know more about Bjorling. Many
people today seem to appreciate loud voices.
Whenever there has been a singer who can
blow you away with volume alone, he has
earned himself a living. Let me remind you
of the Russian tenor Ivan Kozlovsky who
once said: "Where there is much shouting
and screaming, there is very little singing'.'

Jussi Bjorling's voice was not the largest and
loudest in the business. That has occasionally been used against him. Still, size is a
matter of opinion. Bjorling's voice carried
easily up to the farthest gallery of the old
Met, and from 1951 he sang at least one
concert a year at the huge Royal Albert Hall
in London. On every occasion it was packed
with 9000 people screaming at top of their
lungs in response to his singing. Bjorling's
voice had sufficient projective power to fill
even the largest auditoriums with quality
sound. But he was not de! Monaco or Melchior, both able to drown out an aeroplane
with their voices.
Although there have been big tenor
names able to produce more quantity of
sound, no other tenor-with abundant
evidence on hand-has produced so much
quality of sound as the Swedish tenor.
Bjorling possessed an instrument which was
one of a kind, an effortlessly-produced voice
of considerable beauty and absolute purity
from top to bottom, equally able to sing lyric
opera, dramatic opera, oratorio, lieder and
songs of every kind. An amazing versatility. Add to this a superb musicality, perfect
intonation and technique, an ability to sing
high C and even above with the same ease,
focus and stunning resonance, just as he was
able to drop deep down and sing the low
baritonal notes. Bjorling was the true king of
the high C if there ever was one, but he was
no "high C freak:' as Robert Merrill pointed
out in his.biography. As every other tenor
does, he also transposed down when he felt
indisposed. Bjorling was above all an artist
at the highest possible level. His singing
showed impeccably good taste. He respected
both score and tradition. There were moments however when he couldn't hold back
his immense resources and then he just let
the voice soar freely. These liberties with the
music were perhaps not very artistic, but
we are certainly glad to have them. In New
Orleans 1950, he would add an interpolated
high C to "compensate" the audience for
the missing aria in Un hallo. In "Mattinata"
( 1944) he transposes the climax upwards
to high C. In "Pank och fagelfri"(l938) he
tosses off a stupendous high D flat. Also in

"Paris Entresang" (1938), he sings some
overwhelming high B's and a conclusive high
C which is amazingly free.
Bjorling commanded a coloratura
equaled only by the best sopranos. In 1959
at the age of 48 he was still able to sing
"Cacilie" by Strauss at the Grona Lund concert with a coloratura which was completely
breathtaking. According to the reviews,
a record public of 15,000 people had the
good luck to be there. The virtuosity of his
vocalism was simply unique and can only be
compared to the best instrumentalists the
world has ever heard. Jascha Heifetz comes
to mind. As occasionally happened with the
young Bjorling, the supreme technical performances by Heifetz were often misinterpreted as cold. Bjorling has been called the
cold singer from the North by Italians and
others who didn't have the fortune to hear
his intense sound live on stage. It would perhaps have done a world of good for Bjorling's
reputation in posterity if he had been Italian
or Spanish! As for Bjorling's straightforward
singing, we can learn from Maria Callas
who once said that Puccini had already
thought about the emotions when writing the music. The singer essentially needs
to simply perform the music as Puccini
wrote it. Extra effects, sighing, crying and
artistic pauses will only ruin the musical line
and distort Puccini's intentions. Bjorling's
performances were certainly in line with
Puccini's ideal. What about Bjorling's ability
to project emotion through his singing?
Bjorling drew full houses and overcrowded
outdoor arenas wherever he sang, and the
public was seldom less than euphoric in
response to what they heard. At the end of
every concert, they begged for more. After
an operatic performance at the Royal Opera
House in Stockholm, the wild applause
went on so long that Bjorling -after both
orchestra and colleague singers had left the
building- had to walk out on stage and ask
the audience to please to leave the house. As
a bonus Bjorling sang "Land du valsignade"
and everyone eventually went home.
There is no doubt that Bjorling moved
his audiences. He held the record at the
old Met for most ,:1:rtain calls. I believe the

number was 28 after a 1957 Tosca performance opposite Tebaldi. Personally I find
that his singing communicates directly with
my heart, without any filter. The absolute
purity of his sound gives us insight into his
very soul. The radiance of his sound makes
the experience even more unique and something you carry along for the rest of your
life. As a child of 12 or 13 I used to play a
cassette with Caruso. I enjoyed the music
and found Caruso superior to anything I
had heard (I had only heard Pavarotti and
Domingo on record at the time). Later, I
heard Jussi Bjorling sing "O helga natt"
on radio one night before Christmas: That
was both ear-opening and emotional to the
extent that I found myself shutting the door
to my bedroom so that no one could see me
crying. My first cassette with Jussi Bjorling
contained the Decca recordings in stereo
(1957-1960). I played it until it fell apart.
Several of those very recordings are
in this box. Vol. 9 opens with three arias
recorded in New York on March 9, 1951.
Stefan Lindstrom has not had access to
perfect LP's but on the other hand he has
knowledge and solutions which allow him
to present these arias with a presence and
spatial definition which RCA'.s own transfers
never achieved. The "Salut! demeure chaste
et pure" is particularly fine. The high C has
a freedom, purity and ring to it which no
one has been able to duplicate. Most of the
other arias on this disc are taken from two
recording sessions in 1957, one in Stockholm
under the direction of Nils Grevillius and
the other in Florence with Alberto Erede
and the Maggio Musicale Fiorentino. They
all have a more laid-back sound than the
1951 recordings. Especially interesting are
the two versions ofNemorino's aria. One
ends with a pianissimo, the other with a
forte. I believe that the first is the original
recording. They cut out the ending which
was not considered totally successful, then
pasted in the forte ending instead, giving
us the version most of us know. I leave it to
the listeners to decide which one is more
successful. Also from this session are arias
from Martha and Andrea Chenier. Both are
gloriously sung in perfectly idiomatic Italian,
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performed with glowing passion and stupendous climaxes. Also the two Russian ariaswhich are sung in Swedish-are superb.
Vladimir's Cavatina especially, with all the
be/ canto that your heart can possibly desire.
In September of the same year in Florence, all the arias were recorded in stereo.
"Amor ti vieta" is sung practically in one
breath. Like "Ch'ella mi creda" it has both
passion and brilliance. In "Cielo e mar" the
tempi are slow allowing the singer even to
attempt a crescendo on the first high note on
"vieni al bacio" The note swells brilliantly.
In "Lamento di Federico;' Bjorling applies
more vibrato than usual to create emotional
intensity. This is truly the voice of unshed
tears. The climactic high B has enormous
resonance and ring and is a fitting conclusion of Bjorling's best recording ever of this
aria. "Di' tu se fedele" from Un hallo is perhaps the most taxing aria of them all. The
technical demands are so difficult that no
tenor so far has ever succeeded in fulfilling
Verdi's wishes. At least there is no recording
to prove it- except for Bjorling, of course.
He sang it in the original key in his first
recording in 1937. Here in his last recording
of it, he demonstrates again that he can
do with that voice practically whatever he
wants. The octave-plus leaps from high A to
low C are taken with such ease and splendor
that it seems just like any other aria. All
technical demands seem the same to him.
Alas for us, the complete studio recording
of Un hallo in Rome came to a close even
before it had started.
For the Swedish songs on Vol. 10,
engineer Lindstrom has had access to the
master tapes. He has essentially done his
best to let them speak for themselves. In
1959 Bji.irling sings all the songs we know
from various live recitals with deepened
feeling. There is also a brilliant "Till havs"
in mono from 1958, a song which he only
performed in Sweden. "O helga natt" (which
was recorded in mono) is of course one of
Bjorling's most famous recordings. The high
B climax is sung almost with ecstasy, and
on YouTube many new Bjorling fans have
left euphoric reactions after hearing that
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recording for the first time. The last volume
in the "Jussi Bjorling Collection" contains
operatic scenes recorded 1952-1959. The
four recordings in stereo sound particularly
good. For his last complete opera recording
he was partnered by Victoria de Los Angeles
for the role of Cho-Cho San. Their voices
blend beautifully. The love duet was interrupted when Bjorling was suffering with
heart palpitations. When his heart calmed
down, he continued to sing like a god-as if
nothing had happened.
After Bjorling's untimely death in
1960, de Los Angeles was asked to re-record

the three operas she had recorded with
her Swedish colleague. She turned down
every offer stating: "No matter what tenor
will be my partner, and no matter what my
own performance will be like, the result
will never be as good as with Bjorling'.' She
also said that the only singer she had cared
to listen to was Bjorling. His voice-she
said-was so beautiful that no recording
of it could fully capture his sound. For the
rest of us, we will have to be satisfied with
his recordings. Naxos has now offered most
of his studio recordings in one box. Buon
appetito! ■

Giorgio Tozzi and Cornell
MacNeil passed away in 2011.
Both sang with and extolled
Jussi Bjorling as a singer,
husband, father and man.
Both were brilliant artists
and participants in JBS-USA
Conferences: MacNeil in
Washington, D.C, 1999 and
Tozzi in St. Peter, 2001.
Monte and Giorgio Tozzi (St. Peter, MN Conference 2001)

Cornell MacNeil; Mary Jane Phillips-Matz; Andrew Farkas; Anders Bjiirling; Walter Rudolph
(Washington, D.C. Conference 1999)

